
THE STRING QUARTET SINCE BRAHMS

Is confining attention to the string quartet form, and excluding from
conrideration works written for larger or srualler combinations of
instruments, the writer has attempted in the following necessarily brief
appreciation to pass in review not only the work of those composers
whose names are synonymous with the most up-to-date practice, but
cursorily to discuss the methods by which the quartet has attained to
its present freedom of expression and emancipation from the traditional
and somewhat pedantic forms still advocated in certain reactionary
quarters. The field of development during the last forty years has been
so vast that the musical public has found it difficult to keep pace with
the rapid changes of idiom as manifested in each and every new work
we listen to, but in any case it is assumed that the reader is suffi-
ciently conversant with the classic quartets of Hadyn, Mozart,
Beethoven, Schumann and Schubert to justify at the outset the action of
the present writer in singling out Brahms as representing the last of the
great German romantic school, and as such constituting a convenient
starting point for a discussion of modern processes.

In the year 1876 there appeared for the first time the third of the
magnificent string quartets of Brahms, Op. 67 in B flat. Previous to
that, in 1878, he had given us Nos. 1 and 2 in C minor and A minor,
respectively, both characteristically included under the same opus
number 51. As this review deals with string quartets only, any men-
tion of either the two sextets, the two quintets for strings, apart alto-
gether from the chamber .music with piano, would be out of place, as
would also any description of the relative merits of the latter works as
compared with the quartets. Suffice it to say that the three quartets
in question, in spite of Beethovenish and Schubertian touches in the
first two, are as fully representative of the rich and romantic Brahms
idiom as any previous or later piece of chamber music from his pen.

It is a matter of much interest for the musician to realise that the
composer had given to the world his third and last string quartet during
the year which marked the production of his first symphony (upon
which he was engaged on and off for a period of nearly ten years pre-
viously). This period might really be called the half-way house in the
composer's development, and it is significant that in the magnificent
quintets, Op. 88 and 111, likewise in the quintet for clarinet and
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strings in B, Op. 115, Brahms' idiom is at its ripest stage. Why, then,
was it that Brahms deserted the form of the string quartet at so early
a stage in his career for the richer and more mature quintets? Is it
possible that his last word in that form had been given to us in Op. 67,
because he found the four instruments an inadequate means of expres-
sion, or is it that the addition of a second viola appealed more by reaaon
of the resulting gain in richness of tone? Yet on closer consideration
it is only natural to conclude that the quintet represented to him the
better medium for his ever-developing powers, just as the possibilities
of the clarinet in chamber music influenced his four last chamber works
—the Trio for Piano, Violin and Clarinet, Op. 114, the Quintet for
Clarinet and Strings, Op. 115, and the two Sonatas for Piano and
Clarinet, Op. 120. Yet for the cultured the three quartets of Brahms
stand as the most enduring works in that form of their time, and as
representing the logical development of Beethoven, Schumann and
Schubert, they serve for our purpose as a very convenient starting
point for any enquiry into the influences and general constructive ten-
dencies of those works written for string quartet by composers of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries up to the present day.

It is a strange coincidence that, in considering the chamber music
of one of Brahms' greatest contemporaries, Tchaikovsky, we discover
that the year 1876 is also to be found on the title page of the third
and last string quartet. The three are respectively marked Op. 11, 22
and 80, the F major (No. 2) probably being the best known. Apart
from the piano trio and the string sextet, they comprise Tchaikovsky's
entire output in the realms of chamber music, and bear not the slightest
resemblance to the Brahms' idiom, as may well be imagined in the case
of two men whose sympathies ran in such opposite channels. Yet,
though of late there is a growing tendency to belittle much of
Tchaikovsky's music, it still remains a fact that these three quartets
are indisputably great in conception and fautless in technique. But
it is only on turning to the work of his successors-that we realise why
it is that the Russians to-day can show a collection of work which for
quantity outweighs, and for quality at least equals, that of any other
group. Among them the names of Arensky, Rimsky-Korsakov,
Glazounov, Borodine, Tanelev, Liadov, Gliere, Gretchaninov, and the
other remaining members of that little group of enthusiasts known as
" Les Vendredis " immediately occur to the reader. Take the case of
Glazounov, with the quartets (five in number), the Suite, the Novelettes
and the two pieces, not to mention numerous other contributions to the
quartet form written in collaboration with his fellow-composers. All
these are not only works of genius, but are emotionally and technically
so satisfying that not all the complicated devices of the ultra-modernist
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can ever dim the splendour of their romantic qualities. Consider the
two chefs d'oeuvre of Borodine, not modern in the sense we understand
modernism, but of a transparent beauty unsurpassed by any composer
before or since.

The attraction of the string quartet for the Russian is also evidenced
in the case of Tanelev, who contributed six quartets, whilst Gliere
wrote two, Sokolov three, likewise Arensky, Napravnik, Gretchaninov
and others.

Contemporarily with the Russian, the French school, in the
persons of Saint-Saens, Faure, D'Indy, and later Debussy, Ravel and
others, including certain of the " Six " group, all contributed sooner
or later significant examples of their work to the particular form which
we are discussing. Saint-Saens is known by two quartets, both in
G major, very facile, but hardly representative enough of either their
composer or their school to warrant detailed examination.

On the other hand, the Belgian, Franck, who seems fated to be
classed as a Frenchman, was to influence very considerably by his epic
contribution to the form several of the younger generation of French-
men. Particularly is this noticeable in the work of Chausson and his
followers, and to a certain extent in the solitary quartets of Samazeuilh
and Jongen. The Franck quartet, great though it undoubtedly is in
conception, was obviously the work of an organist. The different parts
throughout are almost continuous, but undoubtedly in its orchestral
quality we perceive one of the earliest examples of that striving for
richness of effect which so very much characterises modern string
quartet technique.

In comparison, the two quartets of Faure are, like all their
author's music, replete with deep feeling expressed in terms of light
and flexible tone-colour. They might almost be compared to the water-
colours of Turner, and it is difficult to imagine how the modern French
school could have existed without the guidance and example of Faure
to point the way. The quartets of DebusBy and Ravel are so well known
and their effect so irresistible that it would be superfluous to comment
upon them save for the purpose later on of illustrating their technical
devices.

Returning to Central Europe, and paying tribute, in passing, to the
memory of Dv6rak, with seven examples of the string quartet, one more
beautiful than the other, we find the new Viennese group—Barttfk,
Schonberg, Wellesz, Haba, Kodaly and others, and before that,
Dohnanyi. In Germany, Strauss wrote a quartet, Op. 2, which in its
idiom bears a striking resemblance to all his other chamber music of
the period, particularly to the violin sonata, whilst Reger wrote two
examples (Op. 54) containing some very striking and elaborate work.
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In Italy Pizzetti, Bespighi, Casella, Tommasini, and Malipiero are
some of the modern representatives of chamber music. Previous to
that, Scontrino, Sinigaglia, and even Verdi, had written quartets, whilst
the Scandinavians, headed by Grieg (with G minor and unfinished
F major quartets), contributed characteristic examples of their school.

Ernest Bloch is one of the few composers of note resident in America
with a big quartet in print, whilst Stravinsky, the most discussed of all
contemporaries, gives us three little pieces, and a new work not yet
performed in this country.

It is only when we turn to our own country that we find a remarkable
activity, particularly among the younger school of composers of the
present day, in the realms of chamber music, especially in its most
attractive form, the string quartet. It would be difficult to find a com-
poser of any repute who during the last twenty years has not included
at least one string quartet among his opus numbers, and while we pay
due homage to the contributions of Stanford and his contemporaries, it is
to the younger school that we must turn in order to realise how very
great a hold chamber music has on this country. Perhaps it is that
our performers stand unrivalled. The position of ensemble playing in
England is a very high one, thanks largely to the influence of Joachim,
and it must be recognised that the attention given to the subject in our
chief teaching institutions has very much to do with the admirable per-
formances given by the big English quartets at the present time. Chief
among the composers of the present generation who have contributed so
largely to the British school of chamber music stands Frank Bridge.
In all his works, from the Noveletten to the big G minor Quartet, not
counting the Quintet, the admirable Sextet and other works for different
combinations of instruments, we remark a flair for this particular
branch of musical art possessed by few of his fellow writers. His writing
displays a knowledge of the different instruments which could only have
been obtained by first-hand acquaintance, and though the language in
which he writes is not by any means couched in the newest terms, yet
the technical facility and perfect command of all those devices which
go to the making of an effective quartet, quite apart from genuine in-
spiration, gives him an importance in this field which the British public
is still slow to realise.

Others with almost the same command are Bax, Holbrooke, Scott,
and Ethel Smyth, whilst Elgar's solitary work in this form, though
not so well known as it deserves, is yet another example of the supremacy
which the English school has achieved in this respect. Of the
Englishmen whose excursions into the realms of chamber music
are well known, not all have written string quartets, but suffi-
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cient work is available in print to show that we in this
particular branch of charnber music are in no wise behind
the continent. In chamber music generally, besides the com-
posers mentioned above, many others thereare whose work in this
sphere cannot be overestimated. Consider the ensemble music of Ire-
land, Delius, Vaughan-Williams, Howells, and Bliss, to mention a few
names at random. It is much to the credit of British publishers that so
much of the above is accessible to the public, especially as the public
still does not seem to realise the quantity of good chamber music written
in this country during the past fifteen years. Propaganda alone can
help to disseminate these works not only in our own country, but like-
wise abroad, where all too little is known and performed of English
music, not only in the realm of chamber music, but in every other art
form. The word " school " is far too greatly insisted upon in any dis-
cussion of European art, the absurdity of which is demonstrated in our
own case by the mere fact that in chamber music, at any rate, there is
not, and never has been, any particular evidence of a school. Our
chamber music is the result of individual effort, and no other.

But, however interesting a geographical survey such as the fore-
running may prove to the reader, of far greater interest is it to discuss
and examine the main differences of technique, idiom and workman-
ship existing in present day practice, as compared with the period, par-
ticularly the German romantic period, which virtually closed with the
death of Brahms. The change from the diatonic speech of yesterday
to the chromatic of to-day was one among many which gave an opening
to composers for whom formal academicism and tradition held no
attraction. It could hardly be disputed, for instance, that Beethoven
in his later quartets anticipated this change, yet at the same time in-
vested Bis quartets with a significance expressed not so much by
technical innovation as by a greater concentration of touch and elimina-
tion of non-essentials. Among his later quartets, the F major
in particular may be cited as an instance. Here the deepest thoughts
are expressed wilh a simplicity of speech which dispenses with
any kind of decoration (as we know it to-day) and displays almost a
reverence for the purely four-part nature implied by the term
" quartet." Brahms, likewise, is an example of this, but to-day in
many cases harmonic utterance takes precedence of contrapuntal device,
and the purely melodic aspect of the music is invested with a fresh,
though not necessarily more complex, meaning.

Apart also from the question of harmony, the colour possibilities
latent in the rich and sonorous effects produced by such devices as
double-stopping (which formerly was resorted to only in cases where
the four parts in themselves proved inadequate in balance) began to
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influence the later writers, who wanted more sound and harmony.
Likewise, the individual performer's standard of excellence was
ever progressing, particularly when it came to be realised that
chamber music was as great a medium for the display of virtuosity
as were the concerto and other forms of solo work. In fact, so great at
the present day is the attraction for the composer of new sonorities and
technical " effects " that in many cases the sheer beauty of pure four-
part writing is in danger of extinction. It also has the effect of glossing
over many structural and thematic defects through the composer relying
too much on external and often meretricious brilliance, and so ingenious
and complex is some of the decoration used by many that often the
listener cannot discern the wood for the trees. One thing at least is
established : it would be difficult to question the legitimacy of any
particular passage written nowadays for string quartet by a composer
with an extensive knowledge of the different possibilities of his instru-
ments, whereas in the past even the commonplace device of pizzicato,
and still more, harmonics, was hardly ever indulged in to any great
extent.

The passion for colour, particularly colour of the orchestral variety,
is a thing which most composers find it hard to resist, and, indeed, why
should they? Given thematic material of interest and an intelligent
and interesting development of it, any device that may serve to enhance
its colourful and picturesque qualities cannot be deprecated, and if some
composers choose to adopt means which have for their end the display
of the extensive possibilities of stringed instruments, besides writing
a work with purely theoretical attractions, then they must not be blamed
if the primary element of four parts is not consistently adhered to
throughout their work.

Chief among the features of modern string quartet writing which are
used unsparingly by most composers of the present time are to be found
practically every means for obtaining colour known to the orchestral
composer. These include not only the extensive use of the tremolo,
pizzicato, harmonics, double-stopping, ponticello, and so forth, but also
that most orchestral of effects, the free melodic line over the sustained
accompaniment of one or more varieties of chord, as an instance of
which we may quote Example 5,* taken from the quartet of Ernest
Bloch, where the inner parts have a colourful but secondary importance
as compared with (he melodic line of the principal violin. In this con-
nection, too, the prominence and comparative importance of the first
violin part in quartets by the older masters has virtually disappeared.
Gone are the days when the leader of the quartet was supposed to possess

* The examples will be found at the end of the article.
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greater gifts of virtuosity and greater brilliance of tone than his
confrere. There are many instances I could quote in modern quartets
where the second violin plays a far more difficult role than that of the
hitherto favoured principal. Present-day practice assumes an equal
facility on the part of both violinists, whilst the independence of writing
exhibited by composers for the viola and the 'cello would have astonished
and possibly shocked those who wrote and played music in the time
of Brahms. Nowadays part-writing of whatever description is at any
rate entirely independent, and though very often the leading violin is
allotted a passage of more extreme brilliancy than the others, it does
not follow that the other members of the quartet in any way play a
subservient part. It is interesting in this connection to note the great
strides which have been made in the independent nature of most of the
viola writing to-day as compared with that in use at the end of the last
century. Up till that time the viola was usually the lame horse of the
party, and the technical difficulties of Brahms and Beethoven were con-
sidered the last word in difficulty. Since that time, however, the viola
has assumed an importance as a solo instrument, particularly in this
country, which has- revealed it as capable of comparatively amazing
flights of technique. Witness our own Tertis, Jeremy and Bridge> for
whom there are practically no terrors of execution. Composers have
not been slow to realise this, and we rarely find to-day a quartet which
does not present throughout the feature of a viola part as interesting
and as complicated as any of the other three. Similarly the use of the
second violin, viola and 'cello in the capacity of accompanists has long
since disappeared, and no individual member of the quartet may
presume to lord it over any other individual.

Atmospheric effects play a large part in modern writing, and it is only
natural to conclude that no composer nowadays attempts to write a
string quartet before having mastered, in theory at any rate, the
technique of the different instruments; in fact, many organisations have
achieved fame as much by their brilliance of execution as by their excel-
lence of interpretation. We have only to glance through a few works
selected at random from the library of modern chamber music to realise
the necessity of a combination of pjayers being technically well
equipped. Apart from difficulties of execution the rhythmic intricacies
apparent in these works might have appalled many players who,
twenty years ago, prided themselves on the excellence of their ensemble.
A passage such as that quoted in Example 6 from the Max Beger
quartet is on the face of it alarming, and is an instance also of the
way in which the modern composer assumes on the part of his audience
a familiarity with and a quick ear for the most rapid changes of the
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harmonic variety. Whereas formerly the tonality of a work remained
almost definitely established throughout its entire course, nowadays,
as with every other form, rapid transposition and involved movement of
parts not only demand the greatest concentration of hearing from the
point of view of counterpoint, but also from that of rapid transitional
harmony. It can easily be imagined that great perfection of playing
and ensemble alone can produce the effect demanded by the composer,
apart from that all-important matter of accurate intonation, the lack of
which can transform a modern work from the compressed sequence of
significant harmonic changes to a jumble of incoherent and muddy
noise. Dynamic effects to-day find utterance in a very different fashion
from that of earlier writers in this form. Examples 1 and 4 from the
Quartets of Bavel and Malipiero show two distinct aspects of this; also
in this connection the use of the tremolo in the Bavel quartet should be
noted, producing the effect of a tremendous rhythmic impetus, whilst
in the Malipiero, the bars quoted, besides possessing an intriguing
thematic pattern, are an example of the use of open strings as a means
to an end. Example No. 2 is an instance of the effective use not only
of pizzicato, but of the rhythmic 5/4 figure and characteristic harmony.

Examples Nos. 8 and 7 demonstrate the use of an undulating figure
not only significant in itself, but serving as an atmospheric background
for a melodic idea, just as the two illustrations quoted in Example 9
from the writer's Phantasy quartet give instances of the considerable
use made in modern writing of two different kinds of sonorities, the use
of the tremolo as a background for melody and the use of harmonics
to suggest an atmosphere of cold aloofness and crystallised harmony,
both effects rightly coming under the heading of orchestral.

The final quotation from the Borodine quartet is for sheer beauty and
ingenuity unsurpassed, and accurately performed is irresistible.

Many of the modern quartets are in effect miniature symphonic
poems, whilst others are invested with the significance of programme
music, and in many cases constitute-complete tone-pictures in them-
selves, quite apart from any value they may possess as abstract music.
Equally so, works such as the quartet of Bloch, assume monu-
mental proportions and cover the whole range of expressionism. So
orchestral is it in many respects that it constitutes virtually a symphony
for four strings.

It would be difficult to say whether at the present moment any parti-
cular national group of composers displays an ascendancy over any other
group in the matter of quartet writing. It is interesting as an example
to compare the two quartets of Milhaud and the solitary example of
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Honegger with those of some of our younger men in this country; but
if the Frenchmen in general, and these two composers in particular
(Honegger, though a Swiss, is virtually French by association), display
a greater facility and a greater ease in work, some of the better known
examples on our side of the water benefit in comparison by their greater
conciseness and less marked tendency to experiment in terms of
sonorities rather than carefully selected subject matter. The love of
the Latin for sheer atmosphere is evidenced in the work of the Italians
Pizzetti, Malipiero, Respighi, Casella and Tommasini, though to a
rather less extent than in the case of the Frenchmen. Taken as a
whole the Italian examples are well worthy of more frequent perfor-
mances than they have hitherto obtained. Roger-Ducasse is another
Frenchman whose work presents similar features, but with a very much
greater maturity of style and the restless harmonic scheme which
characterises most of the productions of the Frenchmen.

Looking, for instance, at an example of the work of Bax, we are
struck by the features which make the continental work so familiar
to us, but at the same time he, in common with his fellow composers, is
apt to choose subject matter of a more markedly definite stamp, an
essential without which the string quartet loses much of its attraction.
There is no doubt but that of all the art forms known to us at the present
time the string quartet is the one which requires the deepest thought
and the most careful handling. Its shortcomings and deficiencies will
leap to the eye and the ear in far less time than is required to make
its beauties apparent, and faultless material and construction are
therefore two of its great essentials. This is what makes not only the
work of Frank Bridge and similar writers so masterly, but also that
of many of the young Austro-Hungarians of such interest from the
experimental standpoint. However much one may disagree, or other-
wise, with the work of their masters, particularly Schonberg and Bartok
(both of whom, to put it mildly, could hardly be termed uninteresting,
and who, in the writer's opinion, are exponents of the most interest-
ing harmonic manifestations yet known) it must still be admitted that
the eyes of the musical world are to a great extent concentrated on that
particular corner of the continent in anticipation of something which
will, by comparison, render utterly simple even the muBic of that daring
innovator, Stravinsky. This is a matter, however, which the future
alone can show. In the meantime it behoves us to encourage and
stimulate the revival of interest not only in the string quartet form,
but in every effort associated with chamber music generally, in order
that composers may be encouraged still further to prosecute their
activities in this direction with the utmost energy, and explore still
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further every possibility still unexploited in the combination which we
have discussed so briefly and summarily in the present article.

EUGENE GOOSSENS.

All the above-mentioned works can be obtained from J. & W. Chester, 11,
Great Marlborough Street, W.
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